The Hunger Games trilogy is the story of Katniss, a 16-year-old who lives in a post-apocalyptic North America, a region now named Panem, and one which is subdivided into 13 districts and a capital city (the Capitol). The districts are by and large poor (with the exception of District 1 and District 2 that are considerably wealtier than the others). District 12, which houses Katniss and her family, is a depressed mining community whose denizens supplement their meagre wages by hunting and fishing the surrounding woods. The Capitol, in contrast, represents a rich metropolitan excess where cultural decadence is fused with pronounced economic and technological power. The Capitol is parasitic on the districts, using its technological superiority to extract tribute. As well, every year a form of cultural tribute is enacted -a ritual sacrifice in which each of the impoverished districts sends two of its children to battle to the death in a coliseum-style contest which takes place at the heart of the imperium. After lots have been drawn, and her younger sister has been picked out, Katniss volunteers to fight in her sibling's place. And so, the 74th Hunger Games commence.
The Hunger Games are very much a bread-and-circuses spectacle. Indeed, 'Panem' is a curtailment of the Roman phrase 'panem et circenses', and the games' contestants ride around the track during the opening ceremony in horse driven chariots very much in the vein of gladiators. But the sense of the Romanesque and archaic is combined with the monstrous technological presence which looms over the lives of those outside the Capitol like a nightmare. Not only are the citizens of the districts brutalised by the blazing fire power of vast unmanned aircraft (a clear nod to modern-day drones), but the Hunger Games themselves are played out on a computer-generated landscape, skilfully manipulated by the creators of the event so that they can ratchet up the brutality, honing it to a razor-sharp edge by introducing obstacle after obstacle with lethal, calculated intent. Simultaneously, the spectacle is projected by satellite into the districts where the people huddle and gather before vast screens that render the bloodshed in vivid Technicolor.
But the element of the modern is enshrined, not only in the formal aspect of the games -its technological basis -but also in the way in which the contestants relate to the orchestrators of the life and death scrabble for survival. The competitors, in order to survive, must go through a series of preliminary trials with an eye to win favour from various sponsors and the approval of the citizenry more broadly. This, in turn, means the more favoured contestants will be provided with certain perks such as food, water and medical aid. The modern aspect of the competition, therefore, lies in the way in which it is able to manufacture a level of consent on the part of its participants. We see this very clearly: in the first film/book, the other contestant from her district (Peeta) reveals romantic feelings for Katniss, and although she believes these feelings to be a ploy, the two are nevertheless encouraged to simulate a relationship in order to appeal to the sponsors and be more 'audience friendly'.
In the second film, the couple appear on the equivalent of chat shows, flirting and canoodling for the cameras, and there is an aspect of obscenity in this, for the performance of love is enacted against a background of death. Katniss and Peeta simper and preen and caress one another for the benefit of the same element which is actively promoting their exploitation and destruction. Such obscenity has a specifically modern resonance; within it, one quite clearly discerns the echo of contemporary reality TV -the Pop-Idol / X Factor motif. Here not only are the contestants required to compete on the basis of their individual talent, but they are also encouraged to convert an inward spiritual content into the form of a disposable currency with which to buy the judges' favour. The contestants require some kind of backstory (illness, romance, break up of relationship etc.) so as to make themselves more attractive or sympathetic; they are reduced to the role of both pimp and prostitute, converting their spiritual lives into a palpable external form with which to better advertise the commodity they seek to hawkthat is, themselves. This is exploitation of a particularly insidious and virulent type -one needs only to watch something like Big Brother to see how deeply the contestants are enmeshed in it, how desperately they enact the shrill and absurd pantomime behaviour which peppers the programme, which is cultivated by the various artificial devices the producers inject in order to heighten and inflame conflict and keep their puppets dancing.
